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CHUCK LORRE PRODUCTIONS



Hindsight is not twenty-twenty. At least that’s what I kept thinking while being interviewed for this book. For me, hindsight is myopic, color-blind, and suffering from a mild concussion. But I like to believe there’s a good reason for that (other than the dementia slip ’n’ slide ride at LorreLand). In order to effectively participate in the writing, casting, directing, performing, and producing of a TV series, our brains have to download everything nonessential in order to focus on the work at hand. A running joke at many Wednesday morning table reads was to ask an actor or a writer what the episode was about that we had shot just the night before. Twelve hours ago. Their universal blank stare was confirmation that the information was nowhere to be found. Everyone was unconsciously creating mental space for the next episode. And this went on for 279 episodes. Twelve mostly joyful but always laugh-filled years.


There’s an old saying that “history is written by the winners.” I believe The Big Bang Theory won, and this book represents our history. I hope you enjoy what is the culmination of years of hard work by the amazing Jessica Radloff. I would just suggest that as you read our recollections and anecdotes, you keep in mind one thing: On most Wednesday mornings, the “winners” struggled to remember Tuesday night.


















Introduction



HOW THE REUNION CAME TO BE


Two years. One hundred and twenty hours of brand-new interviews over ten months. Thousands of pages of transcripts. One hundred and fourteen pages of notes from rewatching 280 episodes (279 that aired, plus the original pilot that didn’t). I could keep going with statistics, though most likely that’s not why you picked up this book. But they do matter. Those staggering numbers only happened because the creators, cast, producers, writers, studio and network executives, guest stars, etc. of The Big Bang Theory put together a show of such brilliance and magnitude that anything less could not do it justice.


For hours on end, they all thoughtfully answered the longest list of questions they’ve ever been asked. They watched iconic moments with me, texted and emailed me an endless amount of photos (prop master Scott London even dug up the Star Trek transporter room boxes and Penny’s old résumé and driver’s license during our Zoom), and dug up scripts and documents from that first, unaired pilot. And while there was plenty of laughter and joy and tears, no one shied away from going deep when it came to discussing the more difficult moments over the years, whether it be contract negotiations, pay cuts, divorce, miscarriage and loss, to the tumultuous few days when it was decided the show’s twelfth season would be its last. If you’re going to tell the full story of why The Big Bang Theory became one of the most successful, popular, and beloved shows of all time, then it has to be told from all angles and all perspectives. And it is. Thanks to them.


But perhaps even more remarkable was the time and access they gave of themselves to do that. It’s not like they weren’t busy with other projects; all of them have numerous TV shows or films going on, but it was continued proof just how important Big Bang was and is to their lives. Bill Prady got on Zoom for a follow-up interview (after doing hours of interviews as it was) the day before leaving for his wedding in New York. Melissa Rauch and I did interviews often while she was doing the dishes at 11 p.m. after working on new scripts for Night Court and getting her kids to bed. Kaley Cuoco had me over to her home to go through pictures for this book, which just happened to be the same day she was nominated for her first Emmy award (you know, casual). Truthfully, I blame executive producer Steve Molaro for setting the tone when he did a nearly four-hour interview for our first session, which I ended only because I got hungry. And that’s just scratching the surface of what everyone from Chuck Lorre to Mark Hamill did to make this book come to life.


I’ll never forget what Jim Parsons said on the first of what would be over twenty hours of interviews: “I’m reading Mike Nichols’s biography right now and you just love to go back and hear the stories about how it was made, because you felt something for the work. It moved you. It changed you in some way. And that’s a real honor. It’s one of the reasons I was so glad to say we should do these conversations, however many we’re going to do, because if it’s worth looking into, it’s worth getting new and interesting facts out there. When stuff is good, it celebrates humanity, and I think that feeling is what’s hard to ignore and not be moved by.”


Here’s the thing: I was never going to be a scientist (full disclosure: I never wanted to), but The Big Bang Theory resonated with me as a viewer—and impacted me as a journalist—more than any other show I’ve covered. As Glamour’s senior West Coast editor, I wrote more than 150 features / articles / think pieces on the series. I also met many of you throughout the years, whether through social media or in person, and have been forever touched by the stories of what Big Bang meant to you.


And I got it. As a kid and young adult who always felt different and socially behind—three learning “disabilities” will do that to you—I related to Amy’s desire for a best friend; I understood Sheldon’s habits, work ethic, and OCD; I got Raj’s desire to find the love of a lifetime—as well as his doubts about when or if it would ever happen. If my fantasy was to be just as cool as the characters I saw on Friends, the truth is that I—and I think most of us—relate a hell of a lot more to who we saw on The Big Bang Theory. A show that started as four “nerds” and the hot but ditzy female neighbor became a smart, socially relevant blockbuster of a sitcom that tackled topics like intimacy, consent, motherhood, marriage, career, and money with humor, poignancy, and heart. And as a result, it became one of the greatest sitcoms of our time.
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Chapter 1



WHERE IT ALL STARTED
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A show like The Big Bang Theory is not supposed to be a mainstream success. Not when the two lead characters are a theoretical physicist and an experimental physicist. Or when episodes involve the Born-Oppenheimer approximation and Schrödinger’s Cat. Or when a lot of attention is paid to whiteboards and theorems. It’s just not. And it probably wouldn’t have gone further than the idea bin if it weren’t for the power and respect that creator Chuck Lorre commanded, when in 2006, he—along with Bill Prady—went to CBS with an idea for a new series built on that very concept. In almost any other setting, it wouldn’t have made it through the door, and then if it had, it would have been greeted with a “Thanks, we’ll get back to you.” But Lorre had a plan—albeit a risky one. And to understand how it came together, you have to go back to childhood obsessions, computer programming days, and a determined television executive by the name of Peter Roth.


Chuck Lorre (co-creator, The Big Bang Theory, co-creator Two and a Half Men): Growing up, I devoured all things DC Comics, and then Marvel came along and elevated the whole genre. Everything changed when I read Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles as a kid. That changed my life. I became obsessed with devouring every book by every sci-fi author I stumbled upon. And that led to Robert A. Heinlein, and Isaac Asimov, and Frank Herbert’s Dune, which led to Roger Zelazny. I was an enormous fan of Star Trek in the ’60s, so much so that when it got canceled after three seasons—the same year The Smothers Brothers got canceled—I said, “That’s it for television. I’m through with television! Any medium that would cancel Star Trek and Smothers Brothers is not worth my time!” I would tell anybody that would listen that television was a stupid medium and we need not spend any time with it. And then during the next decade, I didn’t even own a TV. Unless I was dating a woman with a television, I didn’t watch it. I was also stupid poor, so any money I made certainly wasn’t going to be spent on buying a TV.


Ironically, the man who declared himself “through with television,” is now one of the most prolific and successful television producers in history, having been called “the king of comedy.” And while Lorre has proven himself to be a hitmaker again and again, he will be the first to tell you that no successful comedy is a solo effort.


Peter Roth (former chairman, Warner Bros. Television Group): In 1994, I was at 20th Network Television (now 20th Century Fox Television Productions). My boss, Peter Chernin, said to me, “Peter, you do a great job in drama, but frankly, you suck in comedy.” [Laughs] And he was right. That led to my team and I putting together a list of what we considered to be the seven greatest comedy creators and showrunners in the business. Number one on that list: Chuck Lorre. Number two on that list was Danny Jacobson, who created Mad About You, followed by five others who will remain anonymous because none of them succeeded. I brought that list to Mr. Chernin, who said, “How much do you think it’s going to cost to [get those people]?” It was going to cost an extraordinary amount of money, especially in those days. The next week we went to see [then chairman and CEO of News Corporation] Rupert Murdoch about why we should be investing this money. Rupert just looked at us and said, “Do it!” I walked out of the office, my knees buckling, thinking, Oh my God, I can’t believe this man just committed this amount of money. More importantly, I can’t believe the onus is now on me and I have to execute all of this.


Roth, who was responsible for hit dramas like The X-Files, Picket Fences, 21 Jump Street, and more, had never met Chuck Lorre, but he sure knew of his work and read his material. For that reason and more, Roth was relentless in his pursuit to sign him. And it worked. In the end, Roth made deals with all seven comedy creators on his list.


Peter Roth: But only two of those deals actually worked out well. And only one of them paid for the entire investment and literally quintupled the original amount—and that was Chuck Lorre, with one show—Dharma & Greg.


Chuck Lorre: It was a very low point in my life when Peter walked in. I created Grace Under Fire and ended up quitting the show because it was a very toxic environment. I wasn’t capable of sustaining any kind of sanity there. I went to producers Marcy Carsey and Tom Werner, and wept in their office. I told them I couldn’t do this anymore. It was just an emotional battering that was involved in working with a very unhappy lead actress (Brett Butler). They said, “Well, just finish the season, and then we’ll find someone else.” And I agreed, but for reasons that should probably be kept between me and a therapist, I agreed to develop a show for Cybill Shepherd. But the gold of that was that I became friends with Christine Baranski. Cybill was a runaway hit immediately, which was exciting as hell, but going into the second season, everything changed. Cybill was no longer my biggest fan or supporter. She wanted me to rewrite a script, and I didn’t think it needed to be. As a result, I got fired. So enter Peter Roth saying, “Let’s talk.” I wasn’t feeling really good about myself. I had somehow stumbled into creating two hit shows and now I was on neither one of them.


Christine Baranski (“Maryann Thorpe,” Cybill; “Beverly Hofstadter,” The Big Bang Theory): I did Cybill because of Chuck Lorre’s writing. After winning the Emmy, I thought to myself, Damn, girl! You made the right decision, and here we are! And then the next season he was fired. I actually went to Les Moonves’s office and asked to be let out of that show. I said, “I did the show because of Chuck Lorre, and because of the writing. I don’t know what I’m in for now, but I don’t think this is good and I’m really unhappy!” And Les said to me: “I need you. Sorry, but I need you.” And I stuck it out for three and a half years. But I saw Chuck slumped in a chair the day he was fired. He was at a very, very low point. So the fact that he then went on to become one of the most successful television writers-producers of all time, to me, is just a tribute to his ability to pull himself up and say, “I’m just going to keep going.”


Chuck Lorre: I was definitely a little lost. But then Peter made me an unbelievable offer, which was overwhelming. He had more faith in me than I did. And that faith was contagious. I got a little cocky. [Laughs] I was like, Maybe they’re right! Maybe I can do this again! It was a clumsy start, but creating Dharma & Greg in 1997 was an effort on my part to create an alternative approach to a female-driven comedy. And it worked. It gave me a great deal of confidence that I didn’t necessarily have at that moment in time.


Although Peter Roth was a tremendous ally and supporter of Lorre’s, he left 20th Network Television in March 1999 to become president at Warner Bros. Television. Lorre couldn’t believe it.


Chuck Lorre: I was only a year into my deal when he left. I went, “Wait a minute, where are you going?! I came here because of you! And now you’re leaving!” But in 2000, towards the end of my four-year deal at Fox, I went to Warner Bros. Peter was confident I could make something happen again. And I certainly didn’t. I proceeded to let him down for three years.


And then, in September 2003, Lorre created Two and a Half Men with Lee Aronsohn, which not only became one of the most successful series ever produced by Warner Bros. Television, but would change Lorre’s life forever.


Wendi Trilling (executive vice president, comedy development, CBS, 2004–2015): Two and A Half Men was a perfect pilot. It felt like a hit show that would be on the air for ten years. That’s not usually the case, and it doesn’t usually feel that way. The Big Bang Theory didn’t feel that way. We had to do two pilots. It was a process.


Chuck Lorre: There’s no Big Bang without Two and a Half Men. I just didn’t have the horsepower to get CBS on board with a show about theoretical physicists without Two and a Half Men being a rip-roaring success. I truly think that gave CBS the patience and a willingness to let us grow.


Peter Roth: But it must be said that Chuck is the most brilliant comedy creator I’ve ever worked with in my forty-six and a half years. He simply is. He has an eye and ear for story, especially in half-hour form. People don’t think you can tell a good story in twenty-two minutes. The fact is, you must. And no one does that better than Chuck Lorre.


While Two and a Half Men was killing it in the ratings, producer-writer Bill Prady (who was an executive producer on Lorre’s Dharma & Greg, and had begun his career at Jim Henson Productions) was looking for his next project.


Bill Prady (The Big Bang Theory co-creator): I was doing a show on the WB called Related, from Liz Tuccillo, who co-wrote He’s Just Not That Into You, and executive-produced by Friends co-creator Marta Kauffman. It was a job that I was so ill-suited for. I was hired to be the number two person in charge, but I ultimately quit because I was so unhappy doing it. I was just simply the wrong person for it; it was a drama about four sisters.


Chuck Lorre: Bill was a dear friend—we’re still very close—so we knocked around all sorts of ideas for months. We were circling around this idea about a young woman who moved to Los Angeles trying to find her way in the world. We actually met with some actresses to play this lead role, but we never really could put that into a coherent form that we were happy with. But one weekend, Bill was telling me about his computer programming days back in the ’80s, and these wonderful characters that he worked with who were beyond brilliant, but entirely inept in the real world. They could figure out Pi to eighty decimals but couldn’t figure out a tip in a restaurant because there were too many variables. And I recall saying, “Well, that’s the show! That’s the show we should be doing! That’s fantastic! These are great characters.”


Bill Prady: That specific conversation happened in his office in Burbank, where we started talking about the guys I worked with at our software company. The specific calculations one guy could do in his head were remarkable. He was a mathematical savant. He also had selective mutism around women. We broke those two qualities off [between Sheldon and Raj], because although it was based on an actual person, it would have seemed unbelievable on a show at the time, even though this person really did suffer in that way. Now we look at these things and have a better understanding of people who are neuro-atypical and who process the world differently, but at the time, he was just that dude! And he did that stuff!


Chuck Lorre: But I didn’t want to do the computer “nerd,” the guy with the pocket protectors and the pens and the glasses with the tape in the middle. It felt like a cliché, which I was eventually wrong about because Silicon Valley did something similar [in concept] and it was a terrific show. [Laughs]


Bill Prady: Chuck also said it’s hard to show people at computers in a multicam because they’re hunched over a computer. I just remember thinking out loud, “What’s smart that you do standing up?” And then as I was writing, I said, “Oh, I’m writing on a whiteboard,” which quickly became, “Oh, scientists!” It was more shootable [to show a whiteboard versus a computer screen].


Chuck Lorre: I recall suggesting that these characters were not interested in getting rich, but unraveling the secrets of the universe. I didn’t even know what that meant. A Beautiful Mind with Russell Crowe had already been out, which was a little darker than we wanted to go. We decided to go for brilliant minds without the psychosis. [Laughs] And then our abandoned idea that the young woman who comes to Los Angeles to find her way in the world suddenly made sense because if we could put her in the world of these physicists, she would be the audience. She would be us. They’d have to explain to her, thus explaining to us—the audience—what the hell is going on. And so the two elements kind of came together very quickly.


Bill Prady: Early on, I would do a draft of a scene and then send it to Chuck, and he would tell me why it was terrible. [Laughs] And then we’d work some more at his house and then go out to lunch. There was this bookstore nearby, and I really wanted Chuck to read the memoirs of the physicist Richard Feynman, so I bought him the works of Feynman.


Chuck Lorre: By the way, there was a moment where I thought perhaps the female character was an android that the guys built. We wrote a test scene and had a couple actors read the scene for us. And they were halfway through the scene when I went, “Never mind.” [Laughs] It was terrible. It was just terrible. But I needed to get it out of my system and move on. Looking back, you can’t regret any of those initial ideas because they were all necessary to get where we got.


Once Lorre and Prady abandoned the idea of a female android and settled on something a bit more realistic, they invited Peter Roth, and Warner Bros. Television’s head of comedy, Len Goldstein, to Lorre’s office for a private reading of this new show, which didn’t have a title.


Peter Roth: It was around the fall of 2005, and I remember Bill and Chuck just wanted to hear our thoughts. Mark Roberts, who went on to co-create Mike & Molly, played one of the roles in the script, along with actor J. D. Walsh, who was in a pilot of Chuck’s called Nathan’s Choice that never made it to series. And it was there that they read us two early scenes from what would be The Big Bang Theory. There were too many ‘Sheldon is a genius’ jokes, but I remember thinking, Boy, these characters are really cool. The character of Penny as we know her did not exist. The female character that they had written was hardly the girl next door—she was a hardened character from the streets, which made the contrast of Sheldon and Leonard even more pronounced. And supposedly comedic. But it didn’t really work. I said, “I think you’re on to something,” but Chuck and Bill knew the script needed additional work, and the characters needed greater definition.


Although Roth and Warner Bros. Television were on board with developing what would become The Big Bang Theory, none of that matters if you don’t have a network that’s interested as well. Enter CBS.


Chuck Lorre: We put on a little play at CBS with folding chairs, bringing in actors who came in as a favor to me and read a sample scene of what we were doing.


Bill Prady: Yeah, it was this weird little reading. [Laughs]


Makeshift plays for the heads of a studio or network aren’t the norm, just in case you’re wondering.


Chuck Lorre: I can’t tell you what got into me that I decided that was the way to present it. It might have been my concern that walking into any office, either at Warner Bros. or CBS, and saying, “Hey, we want to do a show about theoretical physicists!” might have been a hard sell. It might have gotten an immediate no. I was hoping to maybe override that immediate rejection by showing this relationship between two scientists had a place on television. So it was a little bit of Barnum & Bailey—we put on a little circus act.


Bill Prady: We just knew you had to hear the voices of these guys instead of reading the words on paper.


Chuck Lorre: Amazingly enough, it worked, and we got a green light to make a pilot.


Wendi Trilling: My team and I would hear about three hundred pitches a season. Of those three hundred pitches, we would buy fifty projects—basically pay for a script. But a lot of the time if it’s a producer like Chuck Lorre, you know you’re going to commit to making a pilot. If Joe Blow came in off the street and said, “We want to do a staged reading of a pilot in front of you,” we might say, “No thank you,” or “Let us read it first.” But if Chuck—the creator and executive producer of a very big hit show at the time [Two and a Half Men on CBS]—requests to come in and do a pilot reading, we say, “Yes, when would you like to do that?” [Laughs] So we were all sitting—in folding chairs—in the CBS executive dining room watching a couple actors read a script out loud. I thought the two guys and their dynamic was funny and unique—and not like other characters on television. We were intrigued by the fact that these characters weren’t traditional sitcom leading men.


James Burrows (director, both pilots): It was a very unusual script. I usually end up doing shows that have ordinary characters who are only a little bit different. And this was nerds. It was a high-concept show for me. The only real high-concept show I ever did was 3rd Rock from the Sun, because I wanted to work with John Lithgow. So I read the script, and as with Chuck, they’re always wonderful. And I knew Billy [Prady] from Caroline in the City. So, we talked and hashed out a few things.


While the character traits of the two leading men were established early, the names “Sheldon” and “Leonard” came later in the development process.


Bill Prady: Lenny, Penny, and Kenny was the original placeholder title of the show, so Lenny was the Leonard character, and Kenny was the Sheldon character. That title lasted for about five minutes. In fact, my contract says “‘Lenny, Penny and Kenny’ a/k/a ‘Big Bang Theory.’”


Chuck Lorre: Those were the names of the characters originally. But we wanted to pay homage to TV producer-director-actor Sheldon Leonard [the Emmy-winning producer and director of shows like The Danny Thomas Show, The Andy Griffith Show, The Dick Van Dyke Show, and more], so that’s where Sheldon and Leonard came from.
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The cover letter that contained the agreement between Bill Prady and Warner Bros. Television Production to begin work on Lenny Penny and Kenny a/k/a Big Bang Theory. Courtesy of Bill Prady personal archive.








Bill Prady: And we needed the guys’ last names right away for set dressing with their diplomas. Hofstadter I liked, because Douglas Hofstadter had written a book of philosophy of math and physics called Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid, which is a book I’d read a zillion times, and I assumed these guys would’ve read it, too. And I like the name “Hofstadter.”


The eventual title—The Big Bang Theory—was actually influenced by Two and a Half Men’s humor.


Chuck Lorre: I emailed Bill and said, “Let’s take a look at various scientific phrases and see if there’s anything in any of them.” One of the titles on the list was The Big Bang Theory… something you learn studying sciences. Looking back, this is somewhat embarrassing, but given how much the success of Two and a Half Men impacted me, the title The Big Bang Theory had in it the inkling of a sexual innuendo. And I was crass enough to grasp on to that. I also liked the idea of co-opting something that was already part of the culture. I remember some Nobel Prize–winning scientist once mentioned in an interview—to his horror—that when you Google “the Big Bang Theory,” the show came up first. [Laughs] Not the theory of how the universe began! So I remember looking at the list and going, “Well, it’s obvious! The Big Bang Theory! It’s kind of got a little humor built into it.” I never thought twice whether the audience would understand what we were doing or not. I just thought, What a cool name. Let’s make it ours.


Johnny Galecki (“Leonard Hofstadter”): Yeah, I never got that; I just literally never made the connection. I don’t get the double entendre there, I sincerely don’t. But it takes a while for a show to find itself… and I think it took a while for Chuck to realize, understand, and appreciate that the show he was doing next door—Two and a Half Men—was a very different show than where Big Bang thrived, and where Big Bang was meant to live.


Bill Prady: There’s an early promo for the show once it was picked up to series where the double entendre is acknowledged. It said something like, “A new comedy from Chuck Lorre, the creator of Two and a Half Men,” and somebody says The Big Bang Theory, and then Kaley Cuoco says, “Oh, I think he means the other kind of bang.” Then Jim Parsons says, “Well, maybe I don’t care for this Chuck Lorre,” or something like that. I will say for the record, I’m a prude, and I’m from Michigan, and I did express some very prudish objections to Mr. Lorre. I recall him sending that list to me by email, and in my pearl-clutching way, I absolutely lodged an objection. Problem was, I didn’t have a good alternative. And the only way you can get rid of a thing you don’t like is with something better. [Pause] I had nothing better. [Laughs] So I did not fight too hard. But I did lodge a formal objection with whatever mechanism people lodge with each other!


And with that, casting began on what would be the first pilot for The Big Bang Theory.


Chuck Lorre: It was a train wreck.















Chapter 2



CASTING LEONARD, SHELDON… AND KATIE
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With the green light from CBS to make a pilot, the veteran casting team of Nikki Valko and Ken Miller began the search for Sheldon and Leonard… and Katie, as well as Gilda.


Ken Miller (casting director, The Big Bang Theory): We knew the characters had to be scientists and not great socially. It really helped us focus, because often when we’re handed a script, the roles could be anybody.


Bill Prady: Even though I had run shows, this was the first time I was sitting in casting sessions and network sessions for series regulars. I don’t think I’d really internalized the notion of… perfect. When you’re casting for guest stars, you cast the best person that comes in. But this was the first time I’d been in the process where it has to be just the right one. As the naive person, there had been many people who’d come in, and I’d say, “Oh, he’s good! He’s good! Do we have it?” And obviously Chuck, who had cast series regulars, knew what he was looking for. It’s not just “This person is going to be good in this role,” it’s “This is the person who’s going to be this character.” That was an eye-opening moment.


At the time, a relatively unknown actor by the name of Jim Parsons was flying back and forth from New York to Los Angeles for pilot season. He had already been in some well-known projects (the indie film Garden State; CBS’s Judging Amy), but like all actors, he was looking for that breakout role.


Jim Parsons (“Sheldon Cooper”): I auditioned for Jim or for Dwight on The Office, but I didn’t make it past the first casting director on tape. That doesn’t mean they didn’t send it somewhere and it wasn’t rejected further down the line, but I don’t know that it ever made it out of the local NBC office in New York. However, the role I thought I was going to be a shoo-in for but never heard another word again was Kenneth on 30 Rock. And years later, Jack McBrayer, who is one of the sweetest people, and who got the role, ended up playing Penny’s brother on Big Bang. I also auditioned—and got called back a couple times—for the role of Barney on How I Met Your Mother. But I didn’t want to audition for it because they described him in the casting breakdown as a “big lug of a guy.” I was like, What are they fucking thinking?! I’m not a big lug of a guy! [Laughs] And then when Neil Patrick Harris got it, I was like, Oh, talk about a lesson! Not that we’re the same at all, but he’s not a big lug of a guy, let me say that. And I thought, Don’t read that crap in the breakdown anymore. Just forget all of that. Go in and do what you want to do with the material.


But when Parsons first got the audition for The Big Bang Theory, he thought he was auditioning for a series from game show host Chuck Woolery, not Chuck Lorre.


Jim Parsons: I will never forget my agent saying they had an audition for me for the new Chuck Lorre show, and after I got off the phone, I said to [my now-husband] Todd, “they’re really excited about this. I didn’t even know that guy from Love Connection was making TV! And sitcoms!” I just couldn’t put it together. I knew I had something wrong, but I didn’t know what we were getting at. And then it all made a lot more sense to me. I think it was another example of ignorance is bliss. It’s a lot less nerve-wracking to think you’re going in to do a favor for the guy from Love Connection. Not that he needed my favor, but you know what I’m saying.


Parsons’s Big Bang costar, Simon Helberg, didn’t come on board until the second pilot (more on that later), but Helberg remembers seeing the audition pages for Sheldon in the first incarnation and not envying whoever had to do the scene.


Simon Helberg (“Howard Wolowitz”): I very vividly remember thinking, Oh my God, the actor that has to go in for this role… because it was a two-page monologue about sitting at the right position where the cross-ventilation is.


Jim Parsons: I had several days to prepare for the audition, and I have always used little note cards as flash cards to learn my lines. I used to do this trick during my first few seasons of Big Bang where I’d put a pencil in my mouth, bite down with my teeth and articulate through that because it forced my tongue to overarticulate. That way when I took it out, all these strings of words with all their syllables floated out with more of an ease. It was an oddly physical process. And I really just drilled it into my brain. I was excited to present their material to them because I liked it, regardless of whether I ended up getting the part. But I was also nervous that the adrenaline would be too much to the point where you cannot relax into doing the dance that you know so well.


Judy Parsons (Jim’s mother): He called me on the phone when he got the audition papers, and said, “You know what? I can do this guy. I can play Sheldon if they’ll only give me the opportunity.” And I think it was right around the Oscars, and he was invited to parties or events, but he said, “I just can’t go because I’ve got to know this part. I’ve got to know it perfectly.” He did nothing but work on it until it was time to go to his audition. His dad was like that—very focused and dedicated to what he was doing.


Jim Parsons: Sheldon was the kind of character I enjoyed, which was borderline idiot savant. He was both exceptionally bright and completely clueless. And that was territory I was and am very comfortable with. I also remember I wore some sort of blue Izod or Polo shirt with a long-sleeve, pale blue shirt underneath it, because I had an actor friend who always said make sure you wear something blue for your eyes. So an undershirt under the main shirt came from me.


Nikki Valko (casting director, The Big Bang Theory): It wasn’t like he came in with a bow tie or looked real nerdy. But boy, when he opened his mouth I couldn’t believe what came out of it, just all that science. As far as Ken and I were concerned, once Jim read for Sheldon, we knew. He just understood the character from day one.


Jim Parsons: There were two scenes, and after the first one, I felt good about what I did. I could see and hear and feel that they were reacting well. But then they said, “OK, do the next one.” I might have said “Shit” or something. And they were like, “Do you need a moment?” And I was like, “No, no, if I take time, I’ll get in my head about it.” I guess I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do the second scene since the first one went so well. [Laughs]


Chuck Lorre: He didn’t just come in and read the lines. He had prepared a fully realized character. He had prepared the material so his dialogue had a rhythm, intonation, syntax, the pauses, everything was calculated. He had decided how this character handles his body, how he occupies space, or is uncomfortable occupying space. It was a whole other level of audition. And it was not the character that I envisioned. Frankly, I don’t remember what kind of character I envisioned, but that wasn’t it! I was thrown off in a good way. Ken, Nikki, Bill, and I were laughing our asses off. I said, “I need to see it again.” I wanted to know if he could create that performance again. And he did it perfectly, as if he had never done it before. This is why the man’s got like nineteen Emmys.


Bill Prady: It was obvious he was Sheldon right away. I remember thinking, Oh my God, this transcends doing a good job with the material. This is what it means to create a character.


Eddie Gorodetsky (co–executive producer, The Big Bang Theory; co-creator, Mom): Jim was just a force of nature. I was thinking, Are we really seeing this? And then later that night, my wife and I were driving down Santa Monica Blvd. and I saw Jim Parsons pulling into a store, and I rolled down the window, and I yelled, “Jim Parsons, you’re a genius!” I knew it was going to happen a lot, so I wanted to be the first person to tell him that.


Jim Parsons: I vaguely remember that, but I also have been one not to get too excited when I book a role or a project gets green-lit. It’s always been the way I am. When I get a role, my feeling is that it means nothing until I get on the set for the first day because it could fall apart before then. And secondly, not quite so pessimistically, I feel very aware of the work ahead of me. I’m just a very low-key receiver of good career news.


But casting Sheldon was a breeze compared to the rest of the characters, especially Leonard.


Nikki Valko: Kevin Sussman was in the mix, originally, for Leonard. And he was wonderful but it wasn’t right.


Eddie Gorodetsky: Kevin was wrong for the role, but I remember Chuck saying, “He’s right for something.” It was obvious. We knew he was a great comedic tool.


Ken Miller: Macaulay Culkin was also someone we pursued for Leonard in the first pilot.


Nikki Valko: Chuck was a fan of Macaulay. It was so early on, even before Johnny came in. He was just someone that Chuck really liked in the very beginning.


Chuck Lorre: There’s a special ethereal quality to that actor that I thought might be great.


Bill Prady: We had a terrific meeting with Macaulay… and then we heard that he had decided he wasn’t interested.


Ken Miller: But from the minute Nikki read the script, she was like, “Johnny Galecki is Leonard.”


Nikki Valko: We wanted Johnny to come in and read, but he wasn’t interested in the role at the time. He just felt like he wasn’t really that role of that nerdy scientist.


Ken Miller: He had gotten very fit and was doing a very sexy role on Broadway in The Little Dog Laughed. He starred opposite Julie White and played the gay lover of a closeted movie star. He was phenomenal, but he just felt like he had moved on from the nerdier roles. That’s what we had heard from his agent. Nikki called him like three times saying, “Please, please,” but we kept hearing “It’s a pass.” And then later on, his agent called and said, “What about Johnny?” Nikki’s like, “He passed three times! What are we supposed to do?!” I guess his agent just really believed in the show and the role, too.


Johnny Galecki: I was in New York when I got a call out of the blue from Chuck, who I knew from when he was writing on Roseanne. He said he and Bill Prady had an idea for a show and were thinking of me for it. They hadn’t written much of anything yet, but started faxing pages to the theater for me to read once they did. I was really struggling with how to understand the premise, the tone, the characters, because I was just getting a page here and there. And at the time, they were talking to me about the Sheldon role but I just couldn’t make sense of it. I was also very happy being in New York [The Big Bang Theory would shoot in Los Angeles]. The Little Dog Laughed was about to go to Broadway, and I was in love with a beautiful Belarusian woman. And the original material wasn’t exciting enough for me to leave my life in New York to do this sitcom that I only had nine pages of.


This was so early on in the process that it was before casting had begun or even the casting directors had seen a script. Galecki was also hesitant because The Little Dog Laughed provided a chance for him to play a role he wasn’t always offered: the object of someone’s affection.


Johnny Galecki: I was usually cast as a character’s comic relief best friend or gay assistant, so I was riding pretty high on my ego in this role. But then, the more material I got from Chuck and Bill, the more I was drawn to the Leonard role, especially since it seemed like Leonard might have a better chance at romantic relationships on the show. I thought they would say, “Go fuck yourself, end of conversation,” but Chuck just said, “Well, great, play that guy.” [Laughs] But I was not easy on them. I was a difficult piece of casting.


Even when Lorre gave Galecki the green light to play Leonard, the actor was still very hesitant to join the sitcom world again, especially after appearing in almost one hundred episodes of the original Roseanne.


Johnny Galecki: My longtime agent said, “Why do you keep turning this down? Are you afraid that it’s going to get picked up to series and then you’ll have to sign another seven-year contract and not be able to go back to New York full-time?” And I said, “No, I don’t know if it’s going to get picked up or be successful.” And he said, “Well then, go do it! Go do the pilot, make some money—more than you’re making onstage—and if it doesn’t get picked up, then you go back to New York and keep doing what you’re loving right now.” And I thought, you know, if I do that, it would give my understudy, Brian Henderson, his Broadway debut credit. So I flew out Brian’s parents so they could see him in the play, and I flew out to LA for the pilot of Big Bang. And I can confess this now because it only illustrates what an idiot I am, but I did turn down the role five times before eventually saying yes.


Although technically the role was his, Galecki still needed to have a chemistry read with Parsons for the studio and network.


Johnny Galecki: I realized at a certain point that they could have pulled the plug on me if they didn’t like what I was doing. Because I’m so naive to such things, I didn’t realize it until after the fact, that the producers or my representatives said, “They need to see you and Jim together.”


Jim Parsons: These characters are supposed to be an odd couple and see the world differently from each other. There was an innate tension there, and that was the chemistry. I read with so many different Leonards at the start of this process, but the second I read with Johnny, I was like, That’s who it is. And it wasn’t because he was a “good” Leonard, or the way he was saying his lines, although I’m sure that was part of it, but it was just a feeling. We were able to be these two orbs that bumped up against each other. It was very freeing to me, which made the scene come alive.


Johnny Galecki: Jim was so honest and unique and driven. He knew the result that he wanted from his performance, which is very different from just performing and inhabiting a character. And as soon as I saw him doing what his take on Sheldon was, I was immediately proud of myself for having the intuition that I should not have done that character. I mean, who else can play that role but Jim?


Now that the roles of Sheldon and Leonard were in place, it was time to cast the female lead, Katie. The character’s name was originally Penny (“Sheldon and Leonard encounter this woman on the street; she’s a lucky penny,” Prady explains), but at the time, CBS had another pilot in contention with a character called Penny, and asked Lorre and Prady to change it to something else. They obliged. But even with a new name, the character of Katie was nothing like the character of Penny that audiences would come to know and love. Penny was bubbly with a Midwestern innocence and optimism; Katie was cynical, down on her luck, and off-putting.


Ken Miller: Kaley Cuoco went to the network and tested for the first pilot of Big Bang. She’s so sunny and bubbly, and they just loved her, but she just didn’t bring the dark qualities. She just wasn’t the essence of Penny in that first incarnation.


At twenty years old, Cuoco looked a bit too young for the more experienced Katie, who first appears sitting on a curb, crying over a breakup as she talks on her cell phone.


Kaley Cuoco (“Penny Hofstadter”): I loved the role, and I loved Chuck. I had worked with him when I was fourteen or fifteen on a pilot called Nathan’s Choice. I know Chuck really wanted me for the role of Katie, and I was definitely bummed when I didn’t get it, but I kind of have a way of moving on because you have to.


In fact, in the very early days, Marisa Tomei was considered for the series, and actually auditioned with Jim Parsons.


Jim Parsons: I had the part of Sheldon for a long time before everything was settled. I read with Marisa Tomei. Johnny was cast by then, but he was doing a play in New York. I had come back to read with her. I remember going to the snack room after we were done, and telling Ken and Nikki, “I’ve never been in someone else’s audition before!” And they said, “Well, she was kind of really auditioning you.” And I went, “Oh, that makes sense.” But oh my gosh what a different world that would have been.


Bill Prady: Tara Reid also came in for the role of Katie, and I think Elizabeth Berkeley went to network for the role, too. She was terrific.


Amanda Walsh, a Canadian actress who was starring as Jenna Halbert on the short-lived ABC dramedy Sons & Daughters, was also brought in for the first round of casting.


Amanda Walsh (“Katie”): Sons & Daughters was on the bubble for a possible second season, but it wasn’t looking good. I went in for the role of Katie for Big Bang, and had a really positive first audition and I loved the script. But I wasn’t cast.


Jodi Lyn O’Keefe, best known at the time for movies like She’s All That and Whatever It Takes, auditioned for Katie, and got the role. Iris Bahr, who had credits ranging from Friends to Curb Your Enthusiasm, was cast as the secondary female character, Gilda, a fellow scientist who harbored a crush on Leonard, and who also had sex with Sheldon at a Star Trek convention.


Bill Prady: Jodi is just a terrific actress, and she later appeared on the show as a prostitute that Wolowitz meets in Vegas. Jodi is who you want if you want somebody who can give you a tough, street-hardened woman who plays that character real. She’s just a remarkable woman, and I love everything that she does. And Iris Bahr is a wonderful woman, and I’m still in touch with her.
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Jodi Lyn O’Keefe was cast as the original female lead in Big Bang’s first pilot. Years later, she would appear as a woman named Mikayla in season two, episode twenty-one, titled “The Vegas Renormalization.” (Pictured here with Johnny Galecki as Leonard and Kunal Nayyar as Raj) Photo ™ & © Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc.








With the cast now in place, Johnny Galecki thought it would be helpful to spend time bonding with Jim Parsons ahead of the table read and tape night. Although Katie and Gilda were featured prominently in the pilot episode, the show’s premise was really centered around Sheldon and Leonard.


Johnny Galecki: I asked Jim to come meet me the afternoon before the first table read because we didn’t know each other that well yet. It’s always an odd thing when you have no history with someone and all the sudden you’re playing their best friend. I like to do what’s called accelerated bonding, where you just share a lot with each other. That often requires some wine to open up and be that honest with one another within, like, six hours. [Laughs] And so, we did. We had many bottles of wine and learned we had so many things in common, including that our grandfathers worked for the railroad, and both of our fathers had passed away at a very early age. I think we both passed out on my living room couch at one point. And then we woke up and went to the first reading. Apparently it went well. [Laughs]


The cast, producers, writers, and executives gathered that next day for the show’s first table read. It seemed to go well, but unbeknownst to the actors, the producers felt something wasn’t clicking.


Jim Parsons: We did that table read, and I thought Jodi was great. Afterward, me, Johnny, Jodi, and Iris were going to meet at some restaurant. I was new to LA and got lost trying to find the place when Johnny texted me and said, “Hurry up, Jodi got fired.” I mean, we had just done the table read thirty minutes earlier. Johnny, Iris, and Jodi were already there when Jodi got a call from her agent saying she was being let go. I hadn’t done a ton of table reads in my career by that point, but I’m not an idiot—I know when someone’s not good. And Jodi was great. I was stunned. But they realized during that table read that the character’s approach to the other characters was too harsh, too whatever, even though Jodi, in my opinion, nailed what they had written.


Johnny Galecki: We were at a Mexican restaurant and I got there first, and then Jodi walked in and told me she had been fired. I thought she was kidding. She was like, “No, I’m not kidding.” I was like, “You’re a really good actress, because there’s just no way.” She finally convinced me that she was being honest, and I was like, “Shit, let’s get you a margarita.” And she said, “I don’t drink.” I was like, “I’m so sorry! I just poured salt into the wound.”


Nikki Valko: Jodi Lyn O’Keefe was so good in the original pilot as Katie, but it was just a totally different character. [Jodi] brought a darkness, which just didn’t work, so she was replaced after the table read. We had to recast in three days, so I remember holding auditions Easter Sunday.


Reenter Amanda Walsh, who had auditioned already, but didn’t get the role, and was still waiting on the fate of ABC’s Sons & Daughters. Walsh had a very different look than O’Keefe, and the casting directors hoped it might be a better fit for the character.


Amanda Walsh: I got this call from Nikki and Ken’s office that they wanted to see me again on Sunday morning, which was rare. So I went and auditioned again, and they said they wanted to test me at Warner Bros. on Monday morning. It was very, very quick. Then on Monday, I went into Mary Buck’s office, who was the head of casting at Warner Bros. Television, and all the other executives were there. The audition went really well and was a lot of fun, and then I went to wait in this little room. Not long after, Chuck came out, shook my hand, and said, “You got it.” Usually you wait to hear from your reps, so this was an exceptional moment. And it happened so fast, I can’t remember if they said, “You start tomorrow,” or “You start this afternoon.” Either way, we hit the ground running.


Jim Parsons: They brought in Amanda, with the assumption being that her mere presence would soften the character… which is just a tough position to be in because the role wasn’t really written for her.


Amanda Walsh: Jim and Johnny were both really kind and welcoming. Johnny just had this very understated, natural ease. The way he hit the jokes really stuck out to me. And Jim just mastered his role from the get-go with all the science talk, and made it sing. But so much was shifting and changing. I remember going to Chuck’s office one day and we talked about the character because I always felt like I was trying to hit exactly what they needed but the target kept moving. And I understand the process of making a pilot—it’s such a pressure cooker. There was a lot being figured out and retooled as we were moving through it. I feel like on Monday the character was a party girl who picked the wrong guys, and by the end of the week I had blown up a car and was homeless! [Laughs] So I was just trying to keep up and do the best I could.


Johnny Galecki: I just remember Amanda being such a sweet person, and they kept pushing her to be harsher, because Katie was very street savvy. [Director Jimmy] Burrows had her work in the blue, which is what we call it when you, let’s say, add a “fuck” to every line. So during rehearsals she would start talking like a sailor to make her feel more comfortable and kind of get her in that tone. Burrows asked her to work in the blue so that the lines would reverberate into that sharper, more kind of feral manner, so even when you took the filthy words out, you were in that mind frame. And that helped her an incredible amount. But ironically, the way they were pushing her—into that place of street-smart and maybe deceptive and duplicitous as a character—was what ended up being wrong with the character because the audience immediately felt so protective of Leonard and Sheldon.


Amanda Walsh: It was one of the hardest weeks professionally that I’ve gone through, but by the end I felt like we landed on something. And Chuck was incredibly supportive through it all.
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(left to right) Iris Bahr as Gilda, Jim Parsons as Sheldon Cooper, Johnny Galecki as Leonard Hofstadter, and Amanda Walsh as Katie during filming for the unaired pilot of The Big Bang Theory in 2006. Ultimately the pilot wasn’t picked up, but CBS would later give Chuck Lorre and Bill Prady a second chance. Courtesy of Kaley Cuoco photo collection








The pilot isn’t available in its entirety online, but various scenes were downloaded to YouTube over the years. Compared to the show fans know now, the sets were originally completely different, and the aesthetic was much darker. Katie seemed like she could rob Sheldon and Leonard at any moment, and Gilda was tightly wound. Sheldon’s style largely remained the same from the first pilot to the second one, but Leonard wore oversized suits, a complete departure from the laid-back hoodie and jeans look. Still, there were plenty of elements that stuck, namely the essence of Sheldon’s and Leonard’s personalities, as well as a dedication to their love of science. In order to make that convincing, Lorre and Prady were steadfast in making sure they got the scientific references right.


Chuck Lorre: We had a physicist, Professor Peter Gorham from the University of Hawaii, come on board for the original pilot because we all agreed to make the science as real as we can. We didn’t want to cut corners. He wasn’t able to stay on, but he recommended David Saltzberg, who inextricably became the most valuable player for the rest of the series. And to think who we were able to get on our show because of how seriously we took the science—Professor Stephen Hawking, Bill Gates, Steve Wozniak, Nobel Prize–winning scientists—it was beyond anything we could have dreamt.


And long before the Barenaked Ladies agreed to record a theme song for The Big Bang Theory, Chuck Lorre used Thomas Dolby’s “She Blinded Me with Science” as the temporary theme song for the first pilot.


Chuck Lorre: I didn’t ask permission; it was just something to create a kind of ambiance for the pilot. We may have even used it to score the thing, too, along with little snippets of “Science!” between scenes because we didn’t have the swirling atoms that came later.


There were a lot of great ingredients in the first pilot, but it was the equivalent of an undercooked dish.


Lee Aronsohn (co-creator, Two and a Half Men; executive producer, The Big Bang Theory, 2007–2011): The Big Bang Theory was another pilot, basically, to me. I didn’t see the show as something that had legs, or that was particularly better than the other pilots we had done together that didn’t go.


Nina Tassler (president of entertainment, CBS, 2004–2014; chairman of entertainment, CBS, 2014–2015): I remember most distinctly the chemistry and banter between Johnny and Jim. It was like watching two extraordinary artists-athletes. You really respected their level of professionalism and excellence. But the Katie character didn’t really service Sheldon and Leonard’s relationship. She was tougher and edgier, really down on her luck.


James Burrows: You need[ed someone like] Julia Roberts. Those are really hard things to find in a television show, because you need a hooker with a heart of gold. We just could never find the right fit. I liked the premise; it was just hard to make work.


Amanda Walsh: I don’t even know how much I was thinking about the chances of it getting picked up because it was such a whirlwind week. I was so consumed with wanting to do the best job possible. After we had wrapped, we all went over to Johnny’s house that night (April 25, 2006). I remember him saying, “If I had been through the week you had, I would’ve had a nervous breakdown.” [Laughs] And that was really nice to be acknowledged. But it was a sense of, “Yeah, we did it,” and then I think we were kind of excited to see what came next.


James Burrows: Chuck is a genius in what he does, and the more Chuck shows you can have on the air, the better, because he protects ’em. So I thought it would get picked up based on the relationship of the two guys. They had chemistry, like Debra Messing and Eric McCormack on Will & Grace. They could finish each other’s sentences. And the same was true here.


What came next was certainly not the norm. Most pilots either make it or they don’t, but an even smaller percentage get a second shot. Even more rare is when that second chance turns into something even remotely successful.


Chuck Lorre: It was May 2006, and I was in Australia on vacation when Nina Tassler called me and said, “We’re not picking up the show. It didn’t really come together.” And then she said the most remarkable thing that no one had ever said to me up until that point, which was “Would you be willing to try again?”


Nina Tassler: I was extremely nervous! [Laughs] Pilots aren’t perfect. Sometimes they’re more perfect than others, but it’s not dry cement. And so in this case, we were at a little bit of a crossroads, but there was more upside in trying to reshoot the pilot than letting it go.


Wendi Trilling: I was sitting across from Nina, and she was on speakerphone when she called Chuck. It’s always sensitive when you’re not exactly giving someone the news that they want and asking them to do more work. And you’re asking them to do more work speculatively, because we weren’t saying we wanted to pick up the series with certain changes. We were saying, “We want to do another pilot.” But Chuck felt the same way we did, fortunately. He wanted to do the work and make it great.


Listen, no one sets out to make a mediocre pilot. You can have the best ingredients, but it’s just a crapshoot. The unaired pilot of Big Bang was no different.


Chuck Lorre: It was one of the great gifts of my career to get that phone call. Nina also said, “You know, we think the casting of the female part was the problem,” and I said, “No, the problem wasn’t the casting, it was the writing. We wrote a bad script!” Nina and the people at CBS recognized that something special was happening with Jim and Johnny, but it wasn’t realized to its full potential.


Nina Tassler: Chuck has a very strong personality, but he’s immensely talented and really, really cares about the work, the actors, and the writing. He was the first to acknowledge that it didn’t work and he and the team could do better and would do better. Bill was also very positive. They embraced it and gave us the shot.


Chuck Lorre: We didn’t understand what we were doing when we wrote that first script, and we knew more as a result of having failed. I called Bill and said, “Let’s throw out the plot. These characters are so wonderful, we don’t really need a plot. And let’s add some more of these guys! It’s not about some romantic triangle, it’s about these guys.” So that’s what led to the development of Wolowitz and Koothrappali. They played a very small role in the pilot, but now there was this community. I was truly determined if we were going to get another chance, we would not fail.


Peter Roth: Without Nina, who knows if The Big Bang Theory would have ever happened. It can’t be said strongly enough… Nina was the champion. Most failed pilots just go the way of the detritus. I remember thinking to myself, Boy, that is a bold and incredibly supportive thing to do.


Johnny Galecki: I went back to New York and was back onstage when I heard we were going to do another pilot. Chuck told me that the ingredients that worked were Jim and I. And since I was under contract, I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. [Laughs] I was like, “Oh, okay.”


But while Galecki and Parsons were going to be moving forward on the new pilot, it was a different outcome for Amanda Walsh and Iris Bahr.


Kaley Cuoco: I think about Amanda because she was the original [lead actress]. And it wasn’t her fault; it was totally rewritten and changed. And Jodi Lyn O’Keefe and I were friends for years, and she ended up being on Big Bang in season two.


Amanda Walsh: You’re waiting to find out, to get that phone call, if the show gets picked up and if you’ll be flying to New York. And when that phone call came in, it was a crazy twenty-four hours because I found out Sons & Daughters was not getting picked up. And then I found out that Big Bang Theory wasn’t getting picked up, either, but it was going to be retooled—except with a new character, without me.


Bill Prady: I adored Amanda. She had a hard week when we did that pilot. And when we found out we needed to rewrite the character and recast it, I called Amanda, and I said, “I want to apologize. One of the qualities of this business is that remarkably unfair things happen to people in it. And if this is the first time an unfair thing is happening to you, I’m so sorry. And I’m sorry I was a part of it. And it will happen again. It is just the nature of the business.” She took it well enough, but remember at that point, it was a busted pilot and we were going to try again. And who knows what was going to happen. The proof that the problem was in the writing and not the acting is that both Jodi Lyn O’Keefe and Amanda Walsh are terrific. So if two terrific women can’t do this, the problem is not with the actors.


Amanda Walsh: It’s never a call you wanna get as an actor, but Bill was as nice as possible about the whole thing. And then I was really fortunate that a year later, Burrows hired me for another pilot called The Mastersons of Manhattan with Molly Shannon and Natasha Richardson. For me, that really validated the notion of “It’s not you,” because as an actor, you always question that. So, to get rehired by the same people for another big project was very, very validating. And I’ve been brought in for other projects of Chuck’s, and Nikki and Ken have always said that Chuck is a fan [of mine], which helps a lot.


Chuck Lorre: Amanda did exactly what was asked of her, and she did it beautifully. I certainly didn’t understand that despite Sheldon and Leonard’s intelligence, they were like children, and you couldn’t put a toxic character next to them like that. It broke your heart. And again, I was very much under the influence of Two and a Half Men, and thought that edgy humor would carry over to Big Bang. It did not. And I had a lot to learn because of that.


Bill Prady: When we were doing the pilot a second time, Amanda’s team asked if she could come in to audition again, but the network was not receptive to that. CBS knew that Katie had scored badly among test audiences. Chuck and I were very upfront in saying that the reason the character scored poorly was because the [role of] Katie was written badly. But we were not able to persuade them to see her again.


Amanda Walsh: Time is really the best helper for those things. I leaned on friends who had been in LA for a long time. They said, “Well, you’ve officially made it if you’ve been recast!” [Laughs] Even Jim Burrows said, “Remind me to tell you about Lisa Kudrow,” because she had been in the pilot for Frasier. So leaning into the notion that now I have my Hollywood story helped. I became an actor because I love to act, so that’s what I was going to keep on doing. Big Bang wasn’t my path, and I’m at peace with that. For people outside of the industry, I could see how that could be hard to imagine. But as a writer as well, I understand you have to try things a few different ways to figure out what works. I was part of a process that resulted in a show that reached a lot of people, and that’s cool. It’s really cool, actually. And here’s a fun fact that I didn’t realize until I watched the Friends reunion, but we shot the first Big Bang pilot on the Friends stage, and I was told I was in Matthew Perry’s old dressing room.


James Burrows: I had done a couple of shows on stage 24 [the Friends Stage] that were really successful, so I thought it was a good omen. But yes, I told Amanda that in the pilot for Frasier, Roz [eventually played by Peri Gilpin], who was Frasier’s producer at the radio station, had to make this big, convincing speech to Frasier about allowing his dad to move in with him. And Lisa Kudrow’s style was not forceful like that. Her style is more ethereal. So we let Lisa go. It happens. We also had to let Ray Romano go on the pilot of NewsRadio.


Just because it happens often doesn’t mean it hurts any less. And it wasn’t easy that Big Bang was the kind of series that felt like it was everywhere, especially once it started airing in syndication. Still, Walsh maintained a healthy perspective that she says has served her well throughout the years and made it easier to accept.


Amanda Walsh: It was such a huge success, I don’t think you could avoid the show! And I think everyone’s really talented who was involved. But it was a huge help that the show wasn’t exactly the same as that first pilot. The fact that it wasn’t immediately picked up and there was such retooling made it an easier pill to swallow.


But Walsh’s story also didn’t end there. She’s still acting and writing, and was part of another successful sitcom you may have heard a thing or two about.


Amanda Walsh: I had a show in development with 20th Television and from that script, I got an interview for Schitt’s Creek, where I wrote on the show for a couple seasons. It was really cool to be a part of it from the beginning, especially getting to write for Catherine O’Hara and having Eugene Levy in the writers room. I think being an actor makes me a better writer, and being a writer makes me a better actor. And I really trust that this was my path. Over the years I’ve been asked to do interviews about Big Bang, but I’ve always said no. It’s the kind of thing if you haven’t been through it, I didn’t want people to project their idea of what I went through onto me. I didn’t want them to say things like, “Oh, my God! What it must have been like!” or “You missed this thing!” It really was one week of my life. It was one pilot out of many. I never wanted that story to be taken out of context or seen in the wrong light. I was protective of it in that way, and all the people I worked with were so kind. The show went on to be great, and there’s no real losers. And years later, I ran into Jim Parsons when I was going to a meeting by Warner Bros. and we had a nice hello. He’s lovely. They really were all such wonderful people.















Chapter 3



THE PILOT—TAKE TWO
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Once Chuck Lorre was back in Los Angeles, rewrites began on The Big Bang Theory. Lorre and Prady were informed they could use the name Penny again for the Katie character, since the other CBS pilot that was using that name didn’t go forward. But that was about the only thing that seemed to go right.


Chuck Lorre: There were so many bumps along the way that I thought, Maybe this isn’t going to happen at all. When we got a chance to do it again, Johnny was not eager. It was almost a year after we shot the first pilot, and I think his attitude towards it was pessimistic. It was a reasonable reaction given what we failed to accomplish on the first try. But he got there. Still, there were a couple of close calls where I was ready to throw in the towel on ever shooting that second pilot. It was just one thing after the other. We were struggling with casting Penny, Wolowitz, and Raj. It just seemed like there were so many obstacles and so many things that went wrong. I was so close to picking up the phone and saying, “I’m out. This is just too heartbreaking.”


Ken Miller: When Chuck and Bill rewrote the character of Katie/Penny, we said, “What about Kaley?” [who had just come off of 8 Simple Rules and Charmed]. And they said, “Let’s get her in.” And then she passed. She liked the darker role from the first pilot and didn’t think the rewritten character was as interesting. Nikki spent the entire weekend saying to Kaley’s agent, “She’s gotta come back in for this, she’s gotta do it.”


Nikki Valko: We begged and we pleaded and we groveled. I mean, I was groveling. Ken, too. [Laughs]


Ken Miller: We’ve known Kaley since she was fourteen [when we cast her in the pilot Nathan’s Choice]. In hindsight, the role of Katie was an [age] inappropriate role for her in the first pilot. But we really believed that she was the one for the second go-around. It was obvious it was her.


Peter Roth: I begged Kaley’s team, too. [Laughs] Everything in the second pilot was timed to get Kaley to play Penny because she was exactly what we knew we needed.


Kaley Cuoco: I remember where I was sitting in my house when my agent, Ro, told me, “They really want you for this,” and “It’s probably going to go to series because it’s a Chuck show.” My team just wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be stuck in anything that wasn’t an exciting role since it seemed like a secondary character at first, but Nikki and Ken kept saying, “No, no, it’s going to grow! The guys and this new girl are really going to blow each other’s worlds up.” And I knew when Chuck’s name is next to something, you really don’t question it. I laugh thinking about it now. And then, at every table read on Wednesdays, we always sat in the same place, and Ken and Nikki always sat behind me. And I would always yell out, “Thank you for hiring me!”






[image: image]

Once casting began on the second pilot for The Big Bang Theory, Katie was now Penny, and the characters of Howie Wolowitz, Dave Koothrappali (later, Raj) and Kurt were added. Courtesy of Bill Prady personal archive and Warner Bros. Entertainment








Peter Roth: Kaley’s a brilliant comedic actress, and as good as anybody I’ve ever worked with. She is going to be one of the biggest stars of all time. So when we got Kaley, that changed everything. She was the catalyst for the success of the show.


Now with Cuoco in place to round out the main trio of Leonard, Sheldon, and Penny, casting Wolowitz and Koothrappali should have been a breeze. In reality, it was anything but.


Nikki Valko: Kevin Sussman came back in, this time for the role of Wolowitz. At the time, he was starring in the first season of ABC’s Ugly Betty as America Ferrera’s boyfriend, Walter.


Bill Prady: The part of Wolowitz was written for Kevin. We loved him, especially after he first came in and auditioned for Leonard in the first pilot.


Kevin Sussman (“Stuart Bloom”): I auditioned for Chuck as well as James Burrows, and came in with my own version of a super-cocky, sex-obsessed guy… the polar opposite of who I would eventually play as Stuart. As soon as I was done reading for Wolowitz, James Burrows said, “Okay, yeah.” And then I got a call saying I had booked it.


That’s right. For a matter of hours, Kevin Sussman was given a verbal commitment that he was going to play the role of Howard Wolowitz. What happened next is why they say you shouldn’t become an actor unless you’re sure you can’t do anything else.


Kevin Sussman: That night, at my celebratory dinner at my manager’s house, I got a call from my agent saying that the whole thing fell apart.


Bill Prady: [ABC] wouldn’t let Kevin out of his contract, even though his arc on Ugly Betty was done at the time.


Ken Miller: ABC had an option on Kevin and wouldn’t release him. And then the sad part is, he was never on Ugly Betty after that again. They kept him from getting that role on Big Bang.


Chuck Lorre: ABC made a very petty gesture because Kevin was maybe a recurring character on Ugly Betty—and we had been told they were writing the character out of the series. However, when they found out we were interested in him in a regular role on a CBS show, they decided not to write the character out of the series. And then after Simon got the role of Wolowitz, ABC let Kevin go anyway! I thought, Are you kidding?! What’s wrong with you?! It really is a dick move. Now, I don’t know this for a fact [that that’s why, but] I am just surmising they did it to stop another show from having Kevin, but really?! As soon as they found out that we wanted him, they put a stop to it. And then they let him go shortly after.


Kevin Sussman: My role was basically to play the heel that Betty sheds after season one, and then she starts dating people that are acceptable. [Laughs] I had gotten [the Ugly Betty producers’] blessing to do Big Bang. But business affairs at ABC dropped the ball in terms of communicating what we needed in order to get me released from ABC. Now, at the time, Big Bang was just another show that was filming a pilot, so nobody knew it was going to be a big hit. I was just disappointed because it meant I wasn’t going to get paid [had I done] the pilot, which is a big deal. It wasn’t until a couple of years later when I was on the show as Stuart, just a guest star, that during a table read one morning they made an announcement that Big Bang was picked up for a couple more seasons. They guy’s words were, “If you’ve been waiting on a mortgage or something, go ahead and sign the papers.” And that’s when I realized the extent of how crazy that was that I was that close to being a series regular at that point. [Laughs] But, hindsight’s always twenty-twenty. I try not to drive myself crazy over that. I mean, my first job on TV was an episode of Law & Order, and I remember telling all my friends and family, “This is the big time!” It was just a scene in the cold open where I was one of the young kids that found a dead body. The day I was filming, I was waiting for hours and hours in my trailer when one of the producers knocked on my door and said, “We got some bad news. The episode’s running long, so we’re not going to be able to use you. We’re just going to go straight into the episode and not shoot the cold open.” I was devastated, but in a way it set the tone of this business, meaning nothing in this business happens until it really happens. With Big Bang, although I had a verbal commitment, until the deal is signed on the dotted line, it doesn’t actually exist. You develop a thick skin.


Bill Prady: Years later, I ran into a writer who had been on the staff of Ugly Betty, and [that writer confirmed to me they] had finished Kevin’s storyline on that show, and he was done. But then they were told to write him back in. That writer remembers it being an insane instruction and it was impossible to do because they had written the character off. So the inference from that was that it was just vindictive… that they were simply looking for a way to deny another show an actor.


Eventually, Lorre and Prady created the character of comic book store owner Stuart Bloom, which Sussman started playing at the end of season two.


Kevin Sussman: Chuck is a super-loyal guy, and incidentally he had no knowledge that I actually used to work in a comic book store for years. That was just a coincidence.


Chuck Lorre: It was such a great way to pull him back into the tent because he made the series better. He was a gift to us on our show, and it’s strange how things worked out. We would have never gotten to Simon had ABC not blocked Kevin.


Ken Miller: It was unfair how it happened, but things work out how they’re supposed to, and it’s what we found out after all these years of casting. But Simon was the way to go.


Bill Prady: Looking back, Simon became that part in ways that are only him, and I think about the great aspects of that character, like his relationship with his mother, his relationship with Bernadette, all of that. Simon became that character, while Stuart was a creation that only could have come from Kevin. And Stuart evolved and was wonderful and was a fun character to write.


And for the entire run of Big Bang, Sussman chose to never tell Simon Helberg what had happened.


Kevin Sussman: I never mentioned it. I just didn’t want to put that out in the ether because my relationship with him was so good. He was always so supportive and so amazing in his role. I feel like anything that actually winds up being good in the entertainment industry is through a series of mistakes, because the cards are so stacked against every project. We lucked out by getting a cast that all really enjoyed each other, so I never brought it up because I didn’t want that to affect our working relationship.


It wasn’t until the interview process for this book that Helberg learned everything that happened. Understandably, he was stunned.


Simon Helberg: Oh my God, I’m literally covered in goose bumps right now. I have always said, “I don’t think [Big Bang producers] wanted me or certainly something happened, and I feel like it involved Kevin Sussman,” because I knew that Kevin was a favorite of theirs from the first time he came in to audition for Leonard in the first pilot. And it was a week from my last test audition until I found out I got the role, and I remember thinking, They’re definitely not certain that I’m the guy. Like, they haven’t jumped into the ring with me yet, so there’s some kind of deliberation that’s going on, and that’s usually not a great sign. My feeling was that the network or the studio was not fully on board, but I had no idea what really happened… and Kevin obviously never told me that. And now I know that Kevin tested with Jim Burrows, and what’s weird is that I never read for Burrows.


Helberg is the first to acknowledge that these things happen all the time when it comes to casting, but the shock for him lies more in the fact that after all this time—fifteen years—it was never mentioned to him.


Simon Helberg: I’ve gone and played parts in movies that you’re cast in at the last minute, and when you get there it’s still got the other actor’s name on the wardrobe. So, I don’t have to feel like I was the number one guy or I was the only guy, but after twelve years on the show and in the years since, it is surprising. I’ve gotten a little more of a thick skin about the whole insane process that this business necessitates, and I feel like ultimately, if I get the role, that’s the takeaway.


Kevin Sussman deserves a lot of respect for not wanting to tell Helberg, or any of the cast, really, what had happened, for fear it could make things awkward. And immediately after Helberg learned, he asked if it was OK to reach out to Sussman and let him know he knew.


Simon Helberg: It’s kind of like when you get married and you find out your wife dated some guy and you didn’t know that and you can obsess over it, like, Would she have been happier with him? In many ways we’re past it, but also, at the same time, it’s the nature of this whole thing. When you’re an actor and you’re rejected or swapped out, you can’t help but internalize it as a slight against you personally. But at the same time, after doing it for so long, you do, for better or for worse, become a little bit immune to that. I’m the biggest Kevin fan in the world. I would have loved to see Kevin play my role, too. I’m happy I was ultimately the one who got to do it, but I love Kevin. I always thought everything he did on the show was just so spectacularly unique and brilliantly funny. Now, if I learned this when I was shooting the pilot or the second episode, or maybe the whole first season, it might’ve killed me, but I already felt like I was kind of trudging uphill and there was just a learning curve in regards to the communication styles of everybody. I think I always felt a little at odds with what Chuck wanted, and I wanted to accommodate that, but I also wanted to do things my way at times, so just developing that trust from both sides is something that did take time. And obviously hearing they wanted someone else first is an easier piece of information than hearing, “Oh, you almost got the role that would have gotten you on television for twelve years and set you up [for life],” and I realize that. It’s just fascinating because you do something for so long with people… and I knew we would learn things in this book, but… wow. [Laughs]


Let’s go back to 2007, though, when Lorre and Prady were frustrated they couldn’t get Sussman for the role of Wolowitz. They still had to cast the role, and unless ABC suddenly reversed course (which they didn’t), they realized they needed a plan B.


Bill Prady: Simon’s audition was wonderful. He was a very different kind of Wolowitz. The way in which Kevin has a flustered quality, Simon has an intensity to him, and it was a very different concept, but it worked great.


Except there was one problem; Helberg was still on the fence about leaving Aaron Sorkin’s Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip, starring Matthew Perry, Amanda Peet, Sarah Paulson, Bradley Whitford, and other high-profile names.


Simon Helberg: I had gotten a recurring role on Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip, which had a lot of anticipated acclaim because it was from Aaron Sorkin. But ultimately when it came out of the gate, it didn’t quite do as well as everybody hoped. Regardless, when I got the audition for Big Bang, I had done so many pilots, had so many failed nerd characters under my belt, and I was having a great time on Studio 60, that I said, “I don’t really want to play more nerds.” But my agents convinced me to go in for an audition, which went great, and I actually really enjoyed it. After I finished, Chuck said, “Well, actor goes home knowing he killed.” I don’t even think he knows that he said that; it was like he was just speaking his subconscious. But when they asked me to test for it, I said no, because once you test for something, you’re committed [whereas if you audition, you’re doing it to see what happens, no strings attached]. I liked the material and knew I could do a good job, but I wanted to stay on Studio 60.


Bill Prady: If Simon took Big Bang, he’d be giving Studio 60 up even though he was a recurring cast member at the time. It wasn’t that he couldn’t get out of it, but when you’ve got a job recurring on an Aaron Sorkin show, do you give that up?


Ken Miller: We were like, “Come on, Simon!”


Nikki Valko: We believed in him because Simon equals comedy genius. He is just so, so funny.


Simon Helberg: At that point, Chuck had made calls to my agent, and through a series of different conversations, I ultimately was like, I think I gotta go test for this. But I just wanted Aaron Sorkin and Chuck to have a boxing match over me. [Laughs] Eventually, I tested for Wolowitz. Then the next morning I read online that Kaley got the part of Penny, and I was like, Oh, so they made a decision. At the time, I knew Kevin auditioned for Wolowitz and they loved him. I get it. My hunch was always that they wanted him to play Wolowitz, and somewhere in that discussion, in that week of silence on my end after I tested, there was a big discussion, but it’s how it goes. No surprise, but actors are riddled with insecurities. That whole process is such a grind.


Ultimately I did get the role, and then I wrote an email to Aaron where I asked him for time off from Studio 60 to film the pilot for Big Bang. I assured him that given the sheer number of pilots I had done that didn’t get picked up, the odds weren’t that likely, but if it did, I would have to leave his show. I think I was also giving him an opportunity to say something along the lines of, “Well, hey, like, we’ll make you a regular or something,” because I was really inclined to stay on Studio 60. He wrote back and said, “You ungrateful little piece of sh[image: image]” followed by, “Just kidding! They will have to pry the pen out of my cold dead hands to get me to stop writing for you. Good luck!” And then, when I tested at CBS, Peter Roth was there, and Peter was having me do impressions for Chuck, because he knew I did all these impressions on Studio 60. I don’t know if you can have a negative reaction to something like that, but I’d say this was pretty close to it. Chuck kinda stared at me… and then I got an endless amount of notes and adjustments, to the point where I wondered if they were thinking, What is this that you’re doing now? What happened to the other thing? I just felt they weren’t totally sold, whereas there had been a lot of excitement for me to come in and test. So I wasn’t surprised that there was some hesitation because I felt it from that moment that I came back.


Chuck Lorre: It’s strange how things worked out. We would have never gotten to Simon had ABC not blocked Kevin. And listen, if Studio 60 had continued, it would have been a no-brainer. Simon would have correctly wanted to tie his future to Aaron Sorkin, and who wouldn’t? He is the greatest playwright and screenwriter in our world for the last many years.


While Sussman is a talented actor who would surely have brought his own spin to Howard, one of the main reasons the show succeeded for twelve years was because of the chemistry Helberg had with the rest of the cast, specifically Kunal Nayyar as Raj and Melissa Rauch as Bernadette. From his piano skills to his impressions to the lovable father and husband that Wolowitz became, it was all because of Helberg.


And with the casting of Helberg now in place, it was time to focus on Raj.


Kunal Nayyar (“Rajesh Koothrappali”): I didn’t have my own car when I got the audition. I wanted to rent whatever shit car the rental place had, but they didn’t even have that, so they gave me a white Toyota Solara. It was a convertible, and it was the greatest day of my life! So, anyway, I was wearing khaki pants, an orange-and-blue-checked plaid shirt with the buttons all the way up, and a hat, because [the script] said Raj wore a hat. Ken or Nikki walked past me after the first audition and said, “Just lose a few more buttons and make it look a little more natural.” I definitely was playing the caricature of the character as opposed to the character. The biggest note was to just relax into it. I hadn’t done that much work in television, so everything I was doing, especially the physical stuff, was larger than it needed to be. I think it almost took three seasons to really understand what it means to let go and find the rhythm. When I look back at the earlier seasons, I’m just trying so hard. I can see it. The pressure for me to get this right was so great.


The role originally called for a first generation Indian-American, and the character’s name was Dave.


Bill Prady: The original idea was that he was going to be an American-born son of immigrant parents. But when Kunal came in and we heard his accent, we said, “Let’s say that he’s Indian-born.” He picked his first name because India has a lot of regions and ethnic groups, and we wanted to make sure that the last name and first name went together. Koothrappali is a Southern Indian name, and so he picked “Rajesh.” I think he had a couple of choices, but we liked “Rajesh” because his nickname is almost the nickname for “Roger”—“Rog” and “Raj.” We liked the sound of it. And when we needed a middle name for Raj, he gave Raj a middle name.


Kunal Nayyar: Yeah, Rajesh Ramayan Koothrappali. They came to me because I became the de facto Indian consultant since I spent most of my whole life in India. [Laughs] Don’t ask me why I thought of Ramayan for his middle name… I guess I just thought it sounded great together. And I remember when I went in for the audition, I was auditioning against Asian actors, South Asian actors, so they were looking at all ethnicities, which was very true to reflect the diversity the university has.


But it was still a tough role to cast because Raj didn’t have a lot of dialogue early on.


Ken Miller: Raj didn’t speak. He was afraid to talk to women. But Kunal, who had just finished drama school in London, really was fantastic.


Nikki Valko: It was a huge stroke of luck to get Kunal, because as they gave him more to do, he was actually a great actor. But we didn’t know that from casting him in the pilot necessarily because he didn’t have very much to do. We just got real lucky on that.


There were still plenty of hurdles to come, but for now the cast was in place and they could get to know each other in the week leading up to the filming of the second pilot.


Simon Helberg: I first met Jim at my test reading at CBS when he was reading with Kaley. As you would expect, he was just soft-spoken and gentle and kind. Then, during the pilot, I remember being really impressed by his talent and the facility that he had in particular with those impenetrable speeches and just this “lightness” with which he could do that comedy.


Jim Parsons: Simon and I didn’t necessarily have a lot in common, but once we were together more and had the chance to have private conversations, I realized we had so much overlap in the way we viewed the world and life. There was nothing that I could have been struggling with, whether it was the show or outside of that, that I couldn’t talk to him about. Simon is also one of those people that makes you laugh more than most I’ve ever met in my life. And then when I met Kunal, I thought he was so good-looking. He knows this because I told him. [Laughs] There’s also a musical quality about Kunal that’s soothing to me. He could also be ridiculous and we’d make fun of him because of that. Well, not always. But very often.


Kunal Nayyar: I remember being quite intimidated the first time I met Jim. I was just in awe of him and his talent. I had seen him on Judging Amy and in Garden State as the guy who has “balls” written on his forehead. I know that’s not the epitome of someone’s acting career, but for me, I was just a kid out of graduate school and I was sitting in front of Johnny Galecki and Kaley Cuoco and Jim Parsons and Simon Helberg, all of whose shows I had seen. Back when I was in India, I was watching 8 Simple Rules when it was in reruns. Same with Roseanne. I grew up watching these people and now, a year later, I was sitting in a room with them. I was full of enthusiasm and naive confidence. I thought I belonged in that room, yet I had no idea what I was doing. I overcompensated that nervous energy by acting like a cool, confident cat, which probably came across as just arrogant and obnoxious. We had a rehearsal before we did the first table read, and I remember seeing Simon and saying, “Wow, you’re not six two. On your IMDbPro page it says you’re six two. You’re, like, not that tall.” I’d never met him; how did I know? Does IMDb lie? [Laughs]


Simon Helberg: I don’t know why he thought that, but the point of that story is that for twelve years he continued to always be wrong about everything.


But Helberg had actually met Cuoco years earlier when he was visiting the set of 8 Simple Rules.


Simon Helberg: Jason Ritter has been one of my best friends since our NYU days. His dad, John Ritter, played Kaley’s father on the show. I met Kaley again when we tested for our Big Bang roles.


Kaley Cuoco: Simon was such a great connection to John, so he loved John just as much as I did. That’s why I was really excited when Billy Bob Thornton guest-starred on Big Bang because John was best friends with Billy Bob. I still remember sitting around the set of 8 Simple Rules and John [was] telling stories about Billy Bob. I had never met him before he came on Big Bang, so when he came on the show, I was like “I have to talk to you about John.” His whole face lit up, and we connected on this really sweet level of reminiscing about him. John has a way of bringing people together even from above. That’s just so him!


Jim Parsons: And Kaley and I read together at her test, and I thought she was just so charming. She was twenty when we first started, and I remember being in the makeup room and watching her fingers slide across her phone to text like it was the easiest thing in the world. We’re thirteen years apart. It made a big difference, but it quickly became evident that she and I worked really well together. Even after doing the show for twelve years, there was just something about Sheldon and Penny, and Kaley specifically. I don’t know that anybody on the show has a greater ease with comedic timing than she does. And I never saw her with a script in her hands. I was like, How are you doing this?! I mean, it was unbelievable to me! We’d be doing a scene to rehearse for a tape night and new pages would have come out, and she was like, “Oh, they did? Can I see them?” [Laughs] And she would learn the lines immediately! Meanwhile, I have been beating my head against the wall all week—and yes, I had different dialogue than she did—but even then, just from a sheer confidence standpoint, I could never have performed at her level going, “Yeah, I looked at it. I’m fine.” [Laughs] I want to get there at some point in my career. And she’s just brilliant in The Flight Attendant. There’s just a confidence and a joy that comes together to give her this ease.


Kunal Nayyar: I remember meeting Kaley and thinking, Wow, she’s like an adult. She was only twenty, but much more mature than I could ever be. [Laughs] She had a real unintimidating bubbliness about her. And Johnny, for me, was like the older brother. He played the role of de facto leader of the cast. I thought, He’s cool, he rides motorcycles, and smokes cigarettes. So, I’m just gonna watch this guy and learn from him. [Laughs]


Johnny Galecki: It was also a reluctant position to be elected in, but I’ve been so blessed in having learned from the best about what to do, and learned from the worst about what not to do. I wouldn’t want to keep such lessons to myself if I thought they might be helpful. I remember talking to the cast and relaying that a stage is an incredibly fragile ecosystem. I said, “It’s okay to have a bad day but we don’t take it out on each other. Let’s be very protective of this stage.” And we really did.


Kaley Cuoco: Johnny and I partnered up early on and took it upon ourselves to be the example. We just kind of stepped into that leadership role. And then throughout the series and our lives, we would always have each other’s back. We were just kind of impenetrable.


Johnny Galecki: Kaley was my rock. I knew everything that we talked about was from the truest of our hearts.


Kaley Cuoco: We told our teams very early on, “What you hear from me, you’ll hear from him, so we’re doing everything the same.” I didn’t want them to think… Well, we need to talk to Kaley. No, if Johnny said it, then we’re good.


Johnny Galecki: And once Jim, Kaley, Kunal, Simon, and myself did that first table read together, it felt like all the planets aligned and all the puzzle pieces fell into place. Everything that everyone did complemented the next line, and it just kept building like that. It was like playing music with a whole new band. It was really exciting. Simon would do something one way and it would tweak how I approached my next line even by two degrees. It just kept working like that with each line between all five of us, and that was a really inspiring day. And I knew that I could be there for a long time and be very happy.















Chapter 4



LAYING THE FOUNDATION… LITERALLY
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It all started with a big bang—er, actually a sperm bank—and that’s no bazinga. In the second pilot—the one that would eventually air on CBS—the first scene takes place in, yes, a high-IQ sperm bank with Sheldon and Leonard filling out paperwork to donate their sperm. There they encounter the receptionist, Althea (Vernee Watson), who will appear half a dozen times in various hospital roles before the series signs off, and now stars as Gloria on Bob Hearts Abishola. The scene with Sheldon, Leonard, and Althea does not appear in reruns on TBS, but can be seen in its entirety on HBO Max, where all Big Bang episodes now live.


Chuck Lorre: The scene was so wrong. In my mind, the show truly began with those awkward hellos between Penny, Sheldon, and Leonard when she’s unpacking boxes in her apartment.


Jim Parsons: At the time, the sperm bank scene didn’t bother me. It was just another scene that had to be done. Looking back, it was out of place, but there was no way for the producers to know, and that’s where it wasn’t a mistake. One of the glories about television is if you’re able to do the same show for a while, the characters develop. But when you’re making a pilot with a majority of people you’ve never met with people who are writing this, there’s nothing wrong with the scene. Nobody knew who Sheldon was yet, so the live audience accepted it for what it was. But it is confusing information now, and I get why Chuck took it out in syndication, because the episode is much stronger and more special without it.


Bill Prady: Prior to broadcast when the pilot started airing on American Airlines flights, they basically said, “You can’t show that scene.” So we shot wonderful wraparounds with Johnny and Jim where they introduced the show and said, “We’re not going to be able to show you the first scene, because it’s a little grown-up and we don’t know who’s looking over your shoulder. We’ve had a discussion with American Airlines, and decided not to show it. But the story pretty much works without that scene, so we’ll jump in starting with the second scene.” Then Jim said, “As long as we have a few extra minutes, I’m going to explain how airplanes fly,” and Johnny responds, “No one on an airplane wants to hear how airplanes fly!” It’s a great little piece of footage. And then when there’s a callback to the sperm bank scene later in the episode (Penny says, “What do you guys do for fun around here?” Sheldon says, “Well, today we tried masturbating for money”), Jim and Johnny interrupt out of character and say, “There’s a joke here you won’t get because it’s about the first scene, but it’s a pretty funny joke. Moving on.” And then it goes back to the show.


As for what happens in the sperm bank scene… well, nothing really. Sheldon and Leonard come to the realization it’s not for them—mainly because donating their sperm won’t guarantee a genius child—and leave. In the next scene, they are seen walking up their apartment stairs, one of the many significant changes from the first pilot to the second.


Chuck Lorre: In the first pilot, we built this sidewalk-street thing on the set, and it looked terrible. When they met Katie, she was crying while sitting on the curb. It just did not work to build an outdoor set indoors. It didn’t look real. So in the second pilot, I thought the stairwell could replace the street as a place where we could control the lighting, the sound, and not have fake cars going by. And by the way, there wouldn’t even have been cars going by because we were on a soundstage! Even the footsteps on the pavement didn’t sound right because it wasn’t pavement—it was wood. So I thought it would be terrific to give the characters an opportunity to communicate minutiae. Not necessarily important stuff, but on occasion very important stuff. The stairway was a solution to that, but we had to blow through concrete foundation on stage 25 to create it. It was an expensive thing to request, because if the second pilot failed, Warner Bros. would have had to fill in that hole and repave it. I mean, we had guys with jackhammers blowing through the concrete foundation of the stage to put those steps down there so our characters could walk up flights of stairs. It was just a hunch that this was a better way to go than having them walk down the street. And it was an expensive hunch, but I think we paid off the hole!


When Sheldon and Leonard get to the landing of the fourth floor, they notice a young woman unpacking boxes across from their apartment. She’s gorgeous, full of energy… and so clearly not of their world. In what is now an iconic scene, they exchange awkward “hi’s” followed by multiple “greats,” and then “byes.”


Bill Prady: We wrote it, and then as with all good collaborative things, the actors made it better. We just knew, “This is clicking.” It feels like the look and sound of a home run in baseball; you just know, that’s outta here. And we all knew it.


Kaley Cuoco: That exchange got rewritten so many times, which is interesting on a show that had very few rewrites. But that scene set the tone for the show. And I remember Jimmy Burrows had a lot to do with the buoyancy of that scene, and all of the sudden we were bouncing off each other and it became kind of like music, the three of us. It was a song that came to life. It took a while to find, but once we did, it ended up being one one of the most adorable, remembered scenes on TV.


Jim Parsons: I don’t think the full exchange of hi’s, greats, and byes were in the script originally, which is, under these circumstances, kind of remarkable because that would have been an excessively rare moment in the history of The Big Bang Theory. Regardless, the scene still kind of tickles me when I think about it. It was something so beautifully odd and so simple that said so much.


After that awkward introduction, Sheldon and Leonard walk into their apartment where viewers see the first glimpse of their living space, complete with the brown leather couch, whiteboards, and the DNA molecular structure. It was in stark contrast to their apartment in the first pilot, which looked run-down and depressing—the opposite of the colorful, earth-toned, science playground that became instantly recognizable to viewers.
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PENNY. Early 20s, energetic and optimistic, Penny’s a bit lost in the world. She’s prone
to bad decisions in men, etc. — things that in retrospect she feels she should have seen
coming. She hasn’t really made a life plan for herself. Currently, she’s bartending, but
she’s also “working on a screenplay about a woman who came to Los Angeles to be an
actress but failed.” Her enthusiasm for popular and junk pseudo-science like astrology
and “eating by your blood type” frustrates Leonard and Sheldon.

WOLOWITZ. Howie Wolowitz is a friend of Leonard and Sheldon. He works in the
applied physics department of Cal Tech — he’s one of the guys who design those things
that explore the surface of Mars. Howie fancies himself a ladies’ man despite no
evidence whatsoever of any success in that department.

KOOTHRAPPALI. Dave Koothrappali (American-born to immigrant Indian parents) is
arguably one of the most brilliant minds of the 21%' Century. At the same time, however,
his deep understanding of the universe seems to have contributed to a festival of
neuroses. Knowing how much background microwave radiation we all experience, for
example, has lead him to line his ever-present baseball cap with aluminum foil. He is
also the most socially inept of the group — he is unable to speak in the presence of
women.

KURT. Penny’s ex-boyfriend is a gorilla of an ex-frat boy turned stock broker. He likes
flat-screen TVs, leather couches and bar fights. He’s a schoolyard bully wearing an
expensive suit.
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